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To all those who keep embarking


on the fascinating journey to inner-


world. May this journey bring heart, healing,


and integration to the world.


The Captain




Identity is a journey, not a place.


Sten Nadolny









The  iron gate to the courtyard closed with a decisive snap. About an hour left now. He had sent them all away. First the women, then friends, then his students and with them his sons. Tomorrow he would no longer be at the market, driving young men on their way to work crazy with his pointed questions, debating the traders, making the lawyers look ridiculous. He would see no more ships arrive in Athens, fight no more wars, teach no more students. An hour. That was all the mercy they had shown him.


Dusk bathed the sandstone in warm hues. Socrates, the man with the flat nose, sat there, sandals pushed far from him with his stubby legs, feet aimlessly worrying the warm dust. Something in him needed grounding, and his toes would not stop burrowing into the golden sand.


Wind had carried the sand in from the sea and turned it to rock. Now it was fused as firmly with the courtyard stone as Socrates’ fate was sealed. And yet his strong toes did not tire of pushing back against it all. The world seemed to be slipping from his grasp, and the smile he had worn a few minutes ago as he strode from the courtroom had given way to a feeling of emptiness. His words had moved so much air, had upset so many people, and now he sat motionless on a stone underneath the only tree in the courtyard and stared through the light sandstone walls into emptiness. Socrates, the man who was never at a loss for words.


For seven full hours he had countered and answered every question put to him by the judges, all without a single tremor. But now he felt dizzy and nauseous in the heat. His throat burned like the soles of his feet, still rootling restlessly in the sand. They had given him to drink, but he could no more slake his thirst than find stillness in himself. As long as he could remember, his inner life had been loud. Something in him had debated, doubted, grappled, discarded, devoured—and yet was never satisfied. Socrates, whose soul could not be stilled.


“Godless? You call me godless?” he cried out, still heated from the atmosphere in the trial, into the blazing afternoon sun. “You little know what service you do my soul! What have I to lose? You who call yourselves judges! I shall follow the true judges, and they live in houses that are as palaces, akin to Minos and Rhadamanthys of the Homeric hymns. Truly, they would fill you with awe such that reason could not save you! Yes, I doubt your reason, but not my faith! Thus I now await the judgment of the true judges. Either way, I—you hear me? I—have made the choice. And my choice lets me triumph even as I lose my life. For beyond I shall find either a painless, eternally dreamless sleep or I shall be reunited with all the gods and heroes, the greatest of history, the poets and singers! Truly, I shall see Odysseus and his son Telemachus! I shall dive into the waves of story with Homer and Orpheus. Yes, with them this ungrateful burden of earthly life will soon be forgotten! Your narrow-mindedness shall fade away like the sail of a ship that has lost its course on the high sea. No, I know little enough! But I believe in a god who judges truly, and I shall submit to my fate and to none other! By the sun of Athens under which I sit here!”


So spoke Socrates at this hour, continuing to invoke eternal rest while he remained unable to find peace. However deep his feet might burrow into the sand to seek it. His thoughts spun like a waterwheel, shoveling themselves into a new, less controllable world with each turn. The sweat on the back of his neck and on his hands was hot one instant, cold the next. He began to shake. His fingers rubbed nervously up his nose, toward the tears that just would not come.


Then, suddenly, something in him dammed itself up into a great doom, but he could not grasp what it was. He felt it approach, and his reason could not resist, because it was utterly unknown. Again and again, he had to force himself to swallow, trying to at least unclog his ears that—or so it seemed to him—were now giving up for good.


In an instant, he felt torn. Disconcerted, he watched his feet, still moving the sand to and fro in monotonous trails as if in slow motion. He was terrified, perhaps the first time in his life he had been conscious of the fact. He had become a stranger to himself. About to float away from his own identity.


He had never faced himself in such a state. Yes, he knew himself in anger, passion, irritability, coarseness and loudness, even in illness, all that was familiar. But his body and mind caved in like this? No, that he did not know. He felt as if his limbs no longer obeyed him, although he had yet to drink the poison to which he had been sentenced. What did his legs know, distant from him as they now felt? What his ears, now apparently sealing themselves of their own accord? What the loud buzzing in his head? The throbbing pain in his temples? For the first time in his life, he was truly afraid he might go mad. How unjust life was! To serve reason one’s whole life and then, in the last yards, to cross the finish line mad? No, that he did not deserve. Not for all the impertinence he had cherished as a good friend all his life. He did not deserve this. It was not worthy of him.


In that state, as he came near losing himself and—far worse—losing the strength to fight back, the entire courtyard around him began to spin. The wind whipped up the leaves furiously, and the rock on which he had been sitting seemed to slip out from under him. No, this was not death! Death came silently. That much he had learned from the deaths of all those who had gone before him. All those who were now either in eternal rest or sat at a table with the greats. Yet this doom, it came with the tempestuousness of a roaring, wounded animal that, until this moment, had hidden away somewhere in his body and was now seeking to escape from its cave. He held his breath.


A terrible pain pierced his back and chest all at once. The animal in him—or whatever else it was—wanted to tear him apart. Just before he lost consciousness, he heard a voice, quiet, just above his left shoulder.


“Socrates,” it said, gently but firmly. “Socrates, stay with me!”


Socrates glanced up in surprise. “Who are you?” he asked, disbelievingly.


The wind, which moments before had so startlingly risen to a gale, died down. The dry olive leaves that had been driven in rustling whorls across the courtyard now lay in a harmless heap in the corner. And the air had found a hole in the bright sandstone wall—a hole the lizards used when their nightly wanderings led them out into the open.


“Yes, Socrates, it is I,” he heard the voice say, so gentle and warlike that it could only be hers. The voice came from inside him and yet was close behind him.


He had hoped that the goddess would give him strength on this day. And yes, he had called to her for aid as he stood before the court. That was the part he had hidden from his students. But in court he had had to defend truth on his own. And it then occurred to him that he had felt this same ache in his chest since this morning. It had been with him all day. His inner speaking and debating had been so loud that he had not wanted to perceive it. Now, however, there was nothing left to defend. The judgment had been spoken, and all at once he felt sorry that he had accused the goddess of having better things to do than come to the aid of a faithful servant of truth. She who loved such speeches!


“How did you know I called for you?” he asked, raising his head as if he could hear her better if he only angled it up a little.


“The same way one knows that the sea has tides,” Athena answered.


The pain in his chest eased. The firmness of her voice had something calming, even if it did speak in riddles. But then, had he not done the same thing countless times? He thought back to how he had tested the reason of the men who, unsuspecting, crossed the market square in front of him until, like some crouching animal, he pounced on them with his words and brought them down with his questions!


“Tell me, is the next world as I imagine it?”


“It is like you imagine it, and so much more.”


“So why do I doubt? Why am I afraid? See how my feet grasp at the dust! Am I after all so attached to this life?”


“That is why I am here.”


“What do you mean?”


“You cried out.”


“My cry? Can you still help me now?”


“I am here to find out. Or do you have better things to do?”


Socrates dropped his gaze, ashamed.


“So you did hear me.”


For the first time since she had come, she smiled, and he felt it in his back.


“You humans, what do you know of us gods!”


“Only the best!” Socrates answered immediately. He was already back in the mood to defend an argument. This side of him was easily roused, restless like the sea in November. It never took much.


“Oh, I’ve heard differently,” the goddess answered. “But let us not waste this precious time debating. You have argued enough.”


Socrates looked down at the ground once more.


“That is true. I have indeed argued more than enough. And I could still …”


His eyes blazed.


“Justice is a wide sea,” Athena soothed, dimming the flames in Socrates’s eyes.


“Yes, and it burns like salt in my eyes. How human beings can be so blind—”


“Human beings like you, you mean?” Athena interrupted.


Socrates paused, disconcerted. Usually he was the one who asked questions.
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